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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t
Perspectives  on reproduction  and  developmental  disabilities  are
gradually  changing  in  Sweden.  Through  this  change  parents  with
developmental  disabilities  are  gradually  being  included  within  an
emergent  discourse  of  “good  enough  parenting”  on  certain  condi-
tions.  The  present  article  explores  discourses  of  reproduction  and
parenting  among  adults  with  developmental  disabilities  in  two
Swedish  contexts:  in  a Swedish  magazine,  “Empowerment”,  pro-
duced  by  and  aimed  at  adults  with  autism,  and  interviews  with
people  with  intellectual  disabilities  in Sweden.  Common  to the
materials  from  both  studies  are  a normative  reprosexual  discourse
of  parenting  and  an underlying  assumption  that  parenthood  relates
to  adulthood  in the sense  that  it requires  maturity.  The  stories  in the
magazine  “Empowerment”  can  be  seen  as  expressing  an emergent
counter-hegemonic  conditional  discourse  of  “good  enough  parent-
ing”  which  regards  some  people  with  autism  as “good  enough”
parents. In  general  terms,  the  stories  about  parenting  in  the  inter-
view  study  depict  parenting  as  related  to age  awareness  and, unlike
what  is found  in the material  from  “Empowerment”,  there  is no  dis-
cussion  of  or  reﬂection  on whether  or  how  impairment  affects  one’s
opportunity/ability  to become  a parent.
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r  é  s  u  m  é
En Suède,  la  question  de  la  reproduction  des  personnes  avec  des
troubles  du  développement  se  pense  sous  un  jour  nouveau  et  les
personnes  ayant  ce  type  de  troubles  se  voient  désormais  associées,
dans  un  nouveau  type  de  discours,  à une  «  parentalité  sufﬁsamment
bonne » sous  certaines  conditions.  L’article  analyse  les  discours  sur
la  reproduction  et  la  parentalité  d’adultes  avec  des  troubles  du
développement,  en  Suède,  à partir  de  deux  sources  : un  maga-
zine,  Empowerment, édité  par  et  pour  des  adultes  autistes,  d’une
part  ;  des  entretiens  réalisés  avec  des  personnes  ayant  des  déﬁ-
ciences  intellectuelles,  d’autre  part.  Des  deux  sources  émergent
premièrement  un  discours  normatif  reprosexuel  de  la  parentalité,
deuxièmement  l’idée  que la  parentalité  est  implicitement  asso-
ciée  à l’« état d’adulte  », requérant  une  certaine  maturité.  Les  récits
publiés  dans  Empowerment  peuvent  être  vus  comme  l’expression
d’un discours  contre-hégémonique  d’une  «  parentalité  sufﬁsam-
ment  bonne  », considèrant  certaines  personnes  autistes  comme  des
parents  « sufﬁsamment  bons  ». D’une  fac¸ on  générale,  les  récits  issus
des  entretiens  décrivent  la parentalité  en  lien  avec  la  conscience
d’être adulte  et,  contrairement  aux  données  issues  du  magazine
Empowerment,  on  n’y  trouve  ni discussion,  ni réﬂexion  relative  à la
fac¸ on  dont  les  déﬁciences  sont  susceptibles  d’affecter  la  possibil-
ité/capacité  de  devenir  parent.
© 2012  Association  ALTER.  Publié  par Elsevier  Masson  SAS.  Tous
droits  réservés.
Introduction
Parenting and reproduction in Sweden are described as depending on young adults’ (especially
women’s) reﬂexive attitudes and as an active and reﬂected-on individual choice (Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim, 2001). A choice framed by high expectations and proceeded by careful planning (Plantin,
2012), a late modern “parental project”. However, studies show how choice and planning is strongly
related to the institutionalized framework of welfare and socioeconomic systems (Plantin, 2012).
Reproductive laws in a particular society take an approach that is dominantly pronatalist, anti-
natalist, or both, depending on the context (Fletcher, 2003). The laws distinguish between subjects
with a responsibility to reproduce, i.e., “good reproducers”, and subjects with a responsibility not to
reproduce, i.e., “non-breeders” (Fiduccia & Wolfe, 1999; Rapp, 2001; Fletcher, 2003).
The Swedish welfare state is based on both pro- and anti-natalist politics. Pro-natalist politics is
expressed through the “Swedish welfare model,” which has provided social support for an idealized
“dual-earner model” in the private and public spheres. This has enabled women  to combine careers
and families, promoting high fertility rates “naturally.” Sweden has therefore been identiﬁed, from an
international perspective, as an exceptionally woman- and child-friendly society.
While Sweden’s family politics constitute a women- and child-friendly example for the world,
Swedish norms of parenthood have historically activated other modes of inclusion and exclusion. As
an expression of parallel anti-natalist politics, the Swedish state installed one of the most effective
sterilization programmes in the world as a eugenic and racial hygiene project that affected more than
60,000 Swedes before the programme was dissolved in the mid-1970s. Besides being deeply racial-
ized, gendered (Engwall, 2000: p. 196), heteronormative, and classist (Tydén, 2000), the programme
was highly discriminatory towards anyone outside the able-bodied or cognitive developmental norm.
Reproduction functioned then, and still does, as a central arena for setting the boundaries of adult-
hood, since some groups, through sterilization or compulsory use of contraceptives, may  be excluded
from an arena of life that is related to adulthood (Areschoug, 2005).
According to Gustavsson Holmström (2002),  people with certain disabilities are gradually becom-
ing more accepted as parents or possible parents, though their capacities as parents are still questioned
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and they must deal with negative attitudes in the social environment. Similar to other western
countries the Swedish discourse on people with intellectual disabilities in relation to parenthood
is ambivalent. It is situated between a human right discourse, regarding “the right of intellectually
disabled individuals to integrity” (Areschoug, 2005: p. 173), and a restriction discourse where “indi-
viduals with intellectual disabilities [being] viewed as potentially problematic if they become parents”
(Areschoug, 2005: p. 173).
Since the late 1990s, a growing self-advocacy movement has emerged among adults with autism
in Sweden. Within this movement, alternative discourses of parenthood and “good parenting” as part
of an autistic adulthood and citizenship are being negotiated and reformulated in relation to more
dominant notions of people with autism and of what constitutes “good parenting” (Gerland, 2004).
Although a growing self-advocacy movement among young adults with intellectual disabilities has
emerged in Sweden, similar claims about parenthood are difﬁcult to ﬁnd. The movement is framed
by demands for a more human and just world, and express a will to work against all forms of dis-
crimination and exclusion (www.grunden.se). However, there is a growing interest in municipality
welfare organisations for methods of supporting “families where a parent has some type of cognitive
impairment” (the term includes intellectual disabilities, neuropsychological disabilities – among them
autism - or acquired brain injury) (www.lul.se). This may  be seen as expressing a changing Western
discourse on people with various kinds of disabilities, focusing more on individuals’ integrity, self-
determination (Areschoug, 2005), and equal citizenship (Reinders, 2008). A changing perspective on
reproduction and disabilities (May  & Simpson, 2003; Areschoug, 2005; Burgen, 2010) in which par-
ents with cognitive disabilities may  gradually be included within an emergent discourse of “good
enough parenting” (Reinders, 2008) on speciﬁc terms (e.g., the right kind of support) can be seen as
expressing this. The present article explores an ambivalent discourse of cognitive disabled adulthood
through exploring ambivalent meanings of parenting and parenthood among adults with cognitive1
disabilities, in this case autism2 and intellectual disabilities.3
Connecting adulthood with disability, “reprosexuality” and age
Reproductive laws can be seen as expressing what queer theorist Michael Warner has called “the
reprosexual order.” He deﬁnes this order as “the interweaving of heterosexuality, biological repro-
duction, cultural reproduction, and personal identity,” describing it as a “complex convergence of
sexuality, identity, economics, choice, and ecology” (Warner, 1991). Warner describes reprosexuality
as a concept involving biological reproduction, compulsory heterosexuality, and the ideal of a sub-
ject conforming to and identifying with the age and generational norms of a speciﬁc society: what
a subject is supposed to do at a speciﬁc age, expectations of individual fulﬁllment via normative
generational transmission, and division of labor according to age. According to normative reprosexu-
ality, biological reproduction is understood as an expression of both the logic of sexuality and natural
self-development. While the concept of reprosexuality has not previously been used in disability
research, we are interested in exploring the usefulness of the concept in the context of connecting
issues of disability and (hetero)sexuality, including reproduction and parenthood, with non/normative
expectations regarding age and adulthood.
The question of age and disability is well explored in disability research. As recipients of care and
ﬁnancial support, people with disabilities tend to be seen as belonging to a social category that is
deﬁned by their (perceived) dependency. This dependency and a perceived incompetence related
1 To use labels and terms include tricky generalisations and boundaries. In this study the term cognitive is used when in
overarching terms talking of the two studied populations, people with autism and people with intellectual disabilities.
2 Autism is commonly deﬁned as impairments in social interaction and communication, and by restricted and repetitive
behavior. In this paper autism is looked upon as a neuropsychological difference resulting in an alternative way of inter-
act  socially and communicate which in a society dominated by non-autistic (neurotypical) norms of social interaction and
communication become a disability.
3 Intellectual disability are often deﬁned by a combination of psychologically, socially administrative dimensions, i.e. intel-
lectual  functioning measured by psychological tests, evaluation of adaptive skills, and an assessment of needs of support by the
welfare system.
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to disabled bodies and/or minds, concerns a discourse of age and adulthood (Priestley, 2003). Dis-
abled – especially cognitive disabled – people risk to be considered childish, or eternally young (Baron,
Riddell, & Wilson, 1999; May  & Simpson, 2003; Rogers, 2010), and thereby excluded from expectations
linked to culturally mediated images of adulthood (Priestley, 2003; Sandvin, 2008).
Within the framework of the reprosexual order, and in line with this exclusion of disabled peo-
ple from adulthood, are reversed expectations regarding women’s traditional reproductive roles in
the case of disabled women: “what is expected, encouraged and, at times, compelled among non-
disabled women is not expected, discouraged and proscribed among disabled women” (Kallianes
& Rubenfeld, 1997). We  argue that disability is being produced within the reprosexual order “as
repro/sexual defectiveness” or “the mythology of sexual defectiveness” (Fiduccia & Wolfe, 1999).
Within the reprosexual order, women with disabilities are deemed undesirable as sexual partners
(Kallianes & Rubenfeld, 1997). Disabled women have been constructed as both asexual and as over-
sexed (Priestley, 2003; Rogers, 2010). These notions of undesirability and asexuality mean that the
physically disabled have been treated as though they “could not possibly have concerns regarding
sexuality” (Kallianes & Rubenfeld, 1997, p. 205; Fiduccia & Wolfe, 1999; Grabois, 2001; McKeever,
Angus, Lee-Miller & Reid, 2003). The consequences of this treatment are lack of appropriate repro-
ductive health care, contraception, and pregnancy information (Kallianes & Rubenfeld, 1997; Fiduccia
& Wolfe, 1999; Grabois, 2001; Burgen, 2010) for disabled women as well as lack of attention to their
being physically and sexually abused (Rogers, 2010). The notion of oversexuality, having “uncontrol-
lable urges” (Fiduccia & Wolfe, 1999) mostly concerns how women with cognitive and psychiatric
disabilities historically have been seen as a danger to society’s morals, an economic threat, and even
as a threat to the human race (Engwall, 2004), a myth that among other grounded programs of enforced
sterilizations (Engwall, 2004; Priestley, 2003).
The discourse of disability as repro/sexual defectiveness is not without ambiguities. Several
researchers have discussed the ambivalent relationship between the discourses of disability and of
parenthood (Grue & Tafjord Lærum, 2002; Prilleltensky, 2004).
On the one hand, the dominant notion is that women  with disabilities are undesirable as mothers
(Thomas, 1997; Kallianes & Rubenfeld, 1997; Fiduccia & Wolfe, 1999). Disabled women have been
forced or expected to undergo abortion or sterilization (Kallianes & Rubenfeld, 1997; Fiduccia & Wolfe,
1999; Burgen, 2010; Grabois, 2001; Payne & McPherson, 2010), and ﬁnally deemed unable to be “good
parents” (Thomas, 1997; Fiduccia & Wolfe, 1999). According to Fiduccia and Wolfe (1999),  “Disabled
women who want to raise their children often face hostile stereotypes and outright discrimination
in the suggestion that they are inherently incapable of successful childrearing” and are therefore in
danger of losing custody of their children (Kallianes & Rubenfeld, 1997; Thomas, 1997; Grue & Tafjord
Lærum, 2002; Areschoug, 2005; Traustadóttir and Björg Sigurjónsdóttir, 2008).
An expression of the intermingling between notions of diagnosis, or rather groups of diagnoses,
and sexuality/reproduction is how parenting brings to the fore notions of diagnosis. According to
Lloyd (2001),  the desires of women with intellectual disabilities to have children are rarely consid-
ered legitimate and pregnancy is likely viewed as problematic (Lloyd, 2001). Another example of
this intermingling is when McConnell (2008) notes in a review that it is not until a person with
a milder intellectual disability (such as a “borderline cognitive limitation”) becomes a parent that
her/his general cognitive ability is questioned again after leaving school. These relationships between
sexuality/reproduction and disability have shaped the discourse of “danger and protection” (Rogers,
2010), factors that concern both individual and social values.
On the other hand, parents with disabilities can be more or less included in a discourse of “good
enough parenting” (Reinders, 2008). Sometimes, in speciﬁc contexts, parents with disabilities become
unmarked parents rather than disabled people (Grue & Tafjord Lærum, 2002; Buzzanell, 2003). For
example, Buzzanell (2003, p. 62) discusses how her pregnancy “provides a context in which cowork-
ers could relate easily to her [a physically disabled woman] and see past her handicap”. On the
other hand, parents with disabilities become othered/excluded from the (abled-bodied/ableistic)
discourse of (good) parenthood, being positioned by abled-bodied others in a discourse of “other
mothers/other mothering” (Mayes, Llewellyn, & McConnel, 2011). This othering can also be taken up
voluntarily, as a way of formulating alternative, counter-hegemonic discourses of disabled parenthood
(Gerland, 2004; Eddings Prince, 2010). Another example is the introduction of notions of extended
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parenthood, questioning the exclusivity of the biological mother as “mother.” For example,
Traustadóttir and Björg Sigurjónsdóttir (2008) stress the meaning of both the “birth mother” and
other important women relatives or “mothers” – meaning “non-disabled wom[e]n who provided
practical and emotional assistance and advocated on behalf of the disabled mother and her fam-
ily” (Traustadóttir and Björg Sigurjónsdóttir, 2008; Mayes et al., 2011). In research, this “othering”
is deﬁned as the experience of parents with disability being simultaneously over-scrutinized and
under-supported (Areschoug, 2005; Payne & McPherson, 2010) as well as being openly compared with
non-disabled parents (Olkin, Abrams, Preston, & Kirshbaum, 2006). For example, Thomas describes
her interviewees’ feelings of being under surveillance, being (de)valued in relation to a discourse of
the “good mother” (Thomas, 1997; Grue & Tafjord Lærum, 2002). McKeever et al. (2003) note that
women with (physical) disabilities are vulnerable to charges of inadequate or damaging parenting in
relation to notions of the “successful mother” (McKeever et al., 2003) or an “ideal mother” (Payne
& McPherson, 2010). At the same time, Thomas (1997, p. 636) notes the experiences of disabled
women of “receiving inappropriate or inadequate “help” from health professionals and social care
workers”.
Methodologies
This paper draws on a close reading of materials drawn from two  Swedish data sets. First, a Swedish
autistic self-advocacy magazine, “Empowerment”, produced by and aimed at adults with autism,
and second, interviews with people with intellectual disabilities in Sweden. Both sets of data have
been analyzed collectively by the authors using an analytical approach informed by critical discur-
sive psychology (Wetherell, 1998). By using two  kinds of material, one framed by a political desire
for empowerment that would provide tools for exploring one’s own opportunities, and the other
without pronounced identity political ambitions, we want to expand the opportunity to explore an
ambivalent discourse of cognitive disabled parenthood. The discourse, even when understood and
(re)produced according to different agendas and meaning, are considered as having material effects
in the participants everyday life (Young, 1990). Therefore, we will argue that combining material
can be interesting due to the display of an overarching discourse rather than be a question of sheer
comparing.
The ﬁrst data set can best be described as a selection of contributions and articles published in the
Swedish magazine “Empowerment”. This magazine, which began with the publication of two  issues
in 2002 and continued with four issues a year until 2009, was  part of Projekt Empowerment run by the
National Society of Autism and Asperger in Sweden (RFA). RFA has traditionally been dominated by
parents of children with autism. The aim of Projekt Empowerment was to develop a model enabling
adults with autism to meet and discuss issues of importance to them, to explore what sort of adapted
support would enable them to gain more inﬂuence and to participate more actively in the organization
and beyond it. The articles in the magazine range from discussions of their lives written by people
with autism to collective writing about broad issues facing the social movement to improve the lives of
people with autism. Ninety percent of the most frequent contributors (i.e., contributing three or more
articles) as well as the editor were women. The meaning of parenthood and emotions were frequent
topics of discussion. “Empowerment” represents a more dominating formalized discourse of autistic
adulthood in the adult autistic community in Sweden.
The second data set differs markedly, both in political terms and concerning kind of data. It consists
of semi-structured qualitative interviews with 13 middle-aged (mean age, 50 years, range 38–60 years,
born between 1950 and 1972) men  and women with intellectual disabilities, and nine participant
observations at day centres and sheltered workplaces. The spread means that the interviewees belong
to different generations. The youngest are belonging to what is often referred to as the “ﬁrst integration
generation” in the sense of having grown up during an era under which the institutionalized framework
of welfare disability gradually came to be marked by ideals of deinstitutionalisation, normalization and
integration (Gustavsson, 1999). All informants have, after informed consent, been interviewed on two
or three occasions, each interview lasting 30 to 90 minutes. The video- and audio-recorded interviews
were meticulously transcribed (Silverman, 2006). The interviewees constitute a heterogeneous group,
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but they all receive support from disability care.4 Their long-term position as receivers of disability
care has given them experience of the changing ideological frameworks of this kind of welfare effort
(Shah & Priestley, 2011; Tøssebro, Aalto, & Brusén, 1996), e.g. consecutive ideologies that focused on
concepts such as normalization, inclusion and participation. In relation to the aim of the present article,
which explores discourses of reproduction and parenting among adults with cognitive disabilities,
it is important to state that parenting was  not one of the main subjects treated in the interviews.
However, it was occasionally a subject of interest, especially in accordance to how the participants
interpreted parenthood as a symbol of adulthood, and as closely related to formal engagement with a
(heterosexual) partner.
The analysis of the articles is inspired by rhetorical and discourse psychological analysis (Billig,
1987/1993; Edley, 2001; Edley & Wetherell, 1999; Wetherell & Potter, 1988). Important concepts in
this type of analysis are the idea of interpretative repertoires and subject positions. Interpretative
repertoires can be interpreted as culturally available resources or “storylines” from which members
from a speciﬁc society “can both draw on and resist in order to produce their own accounts” (Jones,
2002: p. 2). In the article we understand and refer to this concept as different, sometimes compet-
ing, “meanings” within ambivalent discourses. The concept of subject positions is here deﬁned as
“locations within a conversation” or “identities made relevant by speciﬁc ways of talking” (Edley,
2001: p. 210). After a phase of reading and rereading the material to distinguish patterns both within
and between the parts, an ambivalent discourse of cognitive disabled adulthood through parent-
ing emerged. Within it connections between different meanings (storylines) of cognitive disabled
parenting including patterns of subject positions connected to the different storylines was formulated.
Findings
Becoming or being adult/mature: norms and negotiations of parenthood
Parenting is recurrently connected to “adult life” in both data sets (Priestley, 2003; Sandvin,
2008). Becoming a parent is ambiguously represented in both data sets through use of two story-
lines: a “storyline of adultness/maturity” (being self-developed enough) and a “storyline of becoming
adult/mature” (not being self-developed enough/yet). Invoking the adultness/maturity storyline par-
enthood is represented as a step towards fulﬁlling a normal life and a sign of maturity/adultness,
positioning the subject as “a parent”. As one interviewed man  put it: “When I settled down and had
children, then I felt like an adult – before that you are just a tyro”. He and one other father describe how
their status as fathers has enlarged their sense of responsibility and protectiveness. Through parent-
hood they became mature/adult (were positioned within a mature/adult subject position). Invoking
both storylines, a difference is made in several articles in “Empowerment” between the “normal” (non-
autistic, i.e. neurotypical) parents (maturity/adultness storyline) and parents with autism, producing
a not good or adult enough parent (becoming adult/mature storyline). In an article in “Empower-
ment” a mother looks back on her experience, and describes her parenting as both a way  towards
self-development and maturity, and as a challenge (not being mature/adult enough) in relation to
expectations of “normal mothers”:
“I actively chose not to have more children when I realized that I could not manage another one.
Admittedly, I have grown with the task and developed enormously through parenthood, but if
I had been able to get that experience without having children, I would have chosen to do so.
Unfortunately, I could not have known what I know now before I had a child I often feel that I
am a bad mother, that I want to be ‘normal’ and do things that ‘normal’ mothers do. Cook and
bake and have the sports clothes in order and participate in parent meetings and be part of a
context. Meanwhile, my  son has a mother who goes rollerblading, who  rocks out and sits at the
4 Eleven of the participants are recruited via sheltered workplaces as a part of their legal right to daily activities under the Act
on  Support and Service for the disabled. This procedure is dependent on relying on an administrative deﬁnition of intellectual
impairment, i.e., deﬁned by Swedish welfare system as a reduction of the intellectual functions that causes a person to need
special assistance (Tideman, 2000). The remaining two participants were recruited by a snowball procedure.
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computer all night and gets really happy about the latest technological gadgets. Who  discusses
life and politics and collects weird stuff”.5
The writer represents her family life as “other” in relation to notions of being “like any family,”
i.e., living up to ideals of what a family should be. Rather than doing things “normal mothers” do,
producing those things as adult things to do, she does other things, things which through this posi-
tioning become connotated with a less adult life and a life outside of a social context. Similarly, in
talk about future plans, three interviewees mention children in line with normative expectations of
adult life. A 38-year-old woman describes children as elements of a future “perfect life,” also includ-
ing a house in the countryside and a dog. But as a “perfect life” it is placed later on, she considers
it necessary to be older and more mature ﬁrst (becoming adult/mature storyline), producing a sub-
ject position of “the normal” (non-intellectually disabled, adult/mature) “parent” (adultness/maturity
storyline) in relation to the (intellectually disabled, not adult/mature enough) “parent to be”. Par-
enthood is also involved when another (childless) woman describes how she and her partner follow
family tradition by addressing each other using terms such as “mom”  and “dad.” Although she claims
to not wanting children, she refers to a parental discourse by using terms belonging to parenthood to
position herself as involved in an adult relation, as an almost (but not yet) parent (parent to be-subject
position).
Both people writing in “Empowerment” and several interviewees express doubts about their
abilities to be parents, or at least to fulﬁll the various criteria of good parenting (being mature/self-
developed enough). One writer discusses what would be needed to become a parent in relation to ideal
images or norms of parents: “stable, calm, mature, coherent, and [able to] manage social life pretty
well”.6 Among those expressing doubts or not wanting to have children in articles in “Empowerment”,
parenthood is framed as both a difﬁculty (demanding enough self-development in combination with
too many barriers) and a possibility7 (as something that can self-develop the individual). Difﬁculties
of parenthood are not being able to handle parenthood,8 seeing one own difﬁculties and limitations
in relation to people who have children without planning.8 Among these difﬁculties is taking respon-
sibility for a child who might have the same difﬁculties they have themselves9 and the workload that
parenting imposes. Those difﬁculties are described as too great in relation to the individual’s own
needs.10 Several people also describe themselves as unwilling to put their own needs aside.10 One
writer describes it as “an overwhelming responsibility to have another person to take care of when I
barely manage to take care of myself – so it feels anyway. Sometimes I feel myself to be like an over-
grown adolescent, or even a child”.11 Another argument against parenthood is the lack of a desire for
children (a desire to prioritize other things in life8). Even the interviewee’s narratives about parenting
indicate ambivalence, especially amongst them who do not have any children, pointing out different
barriers against parenthood. Several of them describe it as “it could be nice”, but concludes with reﬂec-
tions about age (being too young or too old), and/or what they see as risk of losing personal freedom,
that “it is easier to live alone” because it affords better opportunities “to decide by myself”. Notably
is that talk about freedom is especially common when talking about partnership and parenting, and
never in relation to staff initiated situations or activities.
Becoming or being a real woman/man: choosing childfreeness
Invoking “a gender adultness storyline” about adult womanhood, a female writer in “Empower-
ment” relates the notion of being a “real woman” to her choice not to have children:
5 Camilla. (2009). “Sonen ﬁck mig  att förstå kärlek”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  5.
6 Woman  with Asperger Syndrome (pseudonym). (2009). “Det kom ett brev”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  2.
7 See ex. Schütte, T. (2009). “Krönika”. Empowerment, 8 (1), 9.
8 Danmo, H. (2009). “Skulle inte klara av föräldraskapet”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  15.
9 (2002). “Utan sex föds inga barn”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  8–9.
10 Danmo, H. (2009). “Föräldraskap”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  3; Hanna Danmo. (2009). “Skulle inte klara av föräldraskapet”.
Empowerment, 8 (1),  15.
11 Danmo, H. (2009). “Föräldraskap”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  3.
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“I am a woman soon to be 36 years old and I do not want children. I understand that this sentence
may  provoke many. Some will think that I’m not a real woman, that I will miss out on something,
or that I am even selﬁsh. But I hope that there are also many who think that I have a right to
feel this way and who feel the same way as I do. I think it would be selﬁsh if I had children,
because I feel that I could not bother with them. My  energy level is low and I think I keep busy
taking care of myself and doing the things I want. There would be no time and/or patience for
children in my  life. I also have the freedom to decide what I want to do and when I want to do
it. . . . That I cannot cope with children does not make me  a worse person or less of a woman.
Nor does it mean that I hate children or am annoyed by them. No, I am a kind and thoughtful
human showing other people respect. It’s just that children often result in mess and noise that I
cannot cope with. I think you can acquire children if you really want to and feel you can do it. All
children deserve to be welcomed and to have parents who have time and energy to give them
. . . I was diagnosed with Asperger syndrome in February 2006, but this has nothing to do with
my choice not to have children. I did not want them before, either. I do not think that Asperger
syndrome is a barrier to having children. I know many people with Asperger syndrome who are
good parents”.12
Similarly an interviewed 38-year-old woman discusses the necessity of “being mature enough” for
parental responsibility. In describing her future, she uses two  storylines; the gender adultness storyline
and the storyline of becoming adult/mature. Invoking the gender adultness storyline she expresses
a desire to have children and live a “perfect life”. Invoking the storyline of becoming adult/mature
this is said to be going to happen when she is older and more mature. Her current status as “not
yet” self-developed enough is further stressed through her story of her mother’s disapproval of this
desire. She seems trapped in an ideological dilemma within an ambivalent discourse of cognitive
disabled adulthood, between the two storylines; where on the one hand, invoking a gender adultness
storyline that having children is a way of attaining (normative, gendered) adulthood (womanhood),
and the storyline of not being adult/mature enough expressed through unspoken worries (perhaps
mostly her mother’s) about the difﬁculties of taking care of children when having a cognitive disability
(not being self-developed enough). To resolve this conﬂict, she postpones her mothering plans by an
understanding of how age correlates with maturity (awaiting further self-development).
In a male interviewee’s narrative, while reﬂecting on parenting, there is a conﬂict between three
adultness/maturity storylines: the gender adultness storyline (including talk about having children
and gender equality expressed through talk about shared parenting), “a couple adultness storyline”
(being a couple expressed through the meanings of doing “couple-ness”, living together) and “a work
adultness storyline” (having a work, loyalty to work/work responsibilities). Invoking the gender adult-
ness storyline, he describes how he and his girlfriend have discussed the matter seriously and how
his girlfriend describes him as a “good man” and therefore presumably a good father (as a male
adult/mature enough subject). In relation to this, invoking the work adultness storylines, he raises
his concerns of the meaning of parenthood for his work:
“Well, my  girlfriend says that we should be able to do it well, but there’s the matter of the job,
then, how should I deal with that? . . . You’re working and then you need to be free for parental
leave, I think it would be chaos. Well, it’s also, the child is supposed to be with both its mom  and
dad, and because we are living in different apartments, I don’t know what to do . . . You have to
take time off to be with the child, and that’s not fair to someone’s job, and I don’t know what to
do in that case. It wouldn’t be fun to be off work either, because in that case I have nothing to
do. It’s at the job I have things to do.” (interviewee)
Invoking the gender adultness storyline the interviewee describes shared parental leave as the
proper way to handle the arrival of a child. In relation to this, invoking the work adultness storyline,
he stresses the responsibility to work, and the emptiness of being off work. Parental leave is said
to negatively affect both their jobs and therefore disrupt work responsibilities. His assumption that
12 Åsa. (2009). “Att inte vilja ha barn”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  14.
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his life would be empty and boring without work are pronounced as another obstacle, it seems that
he cannot image what life would be like when ﬁlled with baby-related duties. In line with one of the
general ﬁndings in the interview study, work and workplaces singled out as foci of everyday life around
which other activities are arranged, and was interpreted as an important way to become an adult. Later
in the interview, invoking the couple adultness storyline as another argument against parenthood, he
stresses his and his girlfriend’s separate apartments (they have been engaged for about two decades
but do not live together). He explains the couple’s made of some serious, but unfulﬁlled, plans for
marriage: “We  have been unlucky with our plans”. Even if they had gone through with marriage, they
probably would not be living together. He describes their arrangement of getting together on the
weekends as very dear to him, and really looks forward to their “getting-together times”, in this way
actually doing their couple-ness. The practical arrangements that would be required by the arrival of
a child is said to be difﬁcult to make without changing how they relate as a couple.
Producing meanings of an alternative parenthood
In “Empowerment”, diagnoses of Autism and Asperger syndrome are discussed and negotiated in
relation to parenthood. Various claims about how these diagnoses affect parental tasks are outlined
and declined.
The storyline of not being adult/mature enough (or yet) expressed in research as well as among
parents of people with cognitive disabilities such as the mother of the female interviewee discussed
earlier can be looked upon as a dominating storyline within the ambivalent discourse of cognitive
disabled adulthood. In relation to this storyline several writers in “Empowerment” emphasize an
alternative (cognitive disabled) parenthood as depending both on individual self-development and
motivation and on social support. Arguing against the storyline of not being adult/mature enough
they argue that the question of whether people with autism “can do parenting”13 or whether they
can “be as good parents as others”13 cannot be answered across the board (is not a general matter of
diagnosis), but is a matter of individual ability and desire combined with “help and support with what
we need”.14 A woman with children writes:
“Whether one is suitable to be a parent is more about what one is like as a person and what
opportunities one has to satisfy a child’s every need, than about whether one has an impairment.
Becoming a parent probably calls for the same conditions from anyone. But a family doesn’t have
to look and live in a certain way”.15
Another statement in “Empowerment” prompts individuals with autism not to be “dissuaded by
your disability if you want to have children”,16 while stressing the importance of self-development
– of learning to “overcome your difﬁculties”.16 In stories about the difﬁculties of parenting, lack of
control and the upsetting of everyday routines are repeatedly stressed. Lack of control is repeatedly
described as resulting from lack of proper support or help17 and as something that can be reme-
died by the availability of the same5 and by having children under appropriate conditions; sufﬁcient
self-development: behaving with maturity,5 avoiding unplanned parenting5, and obtaining sufﬁcient
knowledge.5 Lack of both self-knowledge and appropriate support made a woman writer feel “lost”.5
The importance of appropriate support in relation to insufﬁcient support is expressed in many ways
in the material and can be looked upon as part of talk about barriers against parenthood. Arguing for
the possibility of an alternative parenthood conditioned by sufﬁcient (individual) self-development
and sufﬁcient (social) support a good enough autistic parent subject position is produced. Coverage
describes the importance of information about the various forms of social service support for parents
13 Danmo, H. (2009). “Att vara förälder med  autism/AS”. Empowerment, 8 (1), 4.
14 Danmo, H. (2009). “Att vara förälder med  autism/AS”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  4. Jmf  även Danmo, H. (2009). “Familj med
trygghet och tolerans”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  6–7.
15 Hultgren, G. (2009). “Sambo otänkbart – barn självklart”. Empowerment,, 8 (1),  10–11.
16 Andersson, S., & Danmo, H. (2003). “Tips och strategier i hemmet”. Empowerment, 2 (2),  7.
17 (2005). “Insändarsida”. Empowerment, 4 (4),  17; Tegelmark, L. (2003). “Att få ett fungerande boende”. Empowerment, 2 (3),  8.
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with “cognitive difﬁculties”,18 about entitlement to payments,19 and about the struggle of single par-
ents with autism to get the support they need and are entitled to.20 Other articles focus on self-help,
for example, in the form of stories about the strategies individual autistic parents use to cope with
everyday life and parenting.16 One mother with autism writes stressing the importance of exchanging
ideas with other parents with autism.16
The lack of appropriate support recurs as a factor that causes difﬁculties for autistic parents; a
barrier against a good enough autistic parenthood. In relation to perceptions of people with autism as
unﬁt for parenthood an image of alternative parenting, or of an alternative parental subject position
is stressed.13 This role is based on certain conditions such as appropriate support, awareness and to
be able to use one’s strengths (the storyline of self-development). If appropriate support (e.g., house-
cleaning support) is available and one is aware of one’s limitations/problems (exempliﬁed by people
choosing to work half-time) and able to use one’s strengths, the possibility of an alternative parenting
is emphasized in the magazine “Empowerment”. For example, a statement describes a mother with
autism as someone who “dares to be different in her parental role compared with others, because she
does not rely on what others believe or think”.21
The meaning of diagnosis in one’s pursuit of self-development (self-knowledge and of awareness
of one’s strengths and weaknesses) is frequently highlighted.22 Being diagnosed and acquiring self-
knowledge are described as a process that better equips a person to cope with parenthood.16 People
who become parents and who are open about their Asperger diagnosis and engaged in the Asperger
movement are congratulated in “Empowerment”.23 A story about a parent with autism, who  was
diagnosed “late in life, when my  children were almost teenagers” distinguishes between “the later
‘diagnosis-conscious’ time and the time before the diagnosis”.7 This story should be set against research
describing how awareness of one’s impairment and limitations can be used to persuade women with
intellectual disabilities to realize their own unﬁtness for parenthood (Areschoug, 2005).
The emphasis on parenthood as a matter of individual ability and willingness, on awareness of one’s
strengths and impairment, and on the importance of appropriate support should be seen in relation to
stories about people with autism who are considering parenthood. These stories emphasize that these
people both strongly desire parenthood24 and have prepared themselves carefully for that possibility
(in terms of acquiring knowledge of children24 and choosing a domestic partner with whom to share
parenting24); these stories also emphasize the right to have children24 as a matter of quality of life.24
Unlike the statements from the magazine “Empowerment” there is an absence of talk about
the importance of a diagnosis for self-development as well as the importance of sufﬁcient support.
Although, the participants in the interview study are recruited by responding to an announcement
addressed to people with intellectual disabilities, or via disability care, they do not recognize them-
selves as “disabled”. One man, referring to the question about disabilities/impairments, states that
“No, not as far as I can remember” (interviewee), and adds that his mother would have told him if he
had any impairment. If, and when, any impairment is mentioned by the interviewees it was likely to
be a physical impairment, such as a bad back, trembling hands, or weak legs.
Similarly, neither of the two  interviewed fathers reﬂect on their own impairments in relation to
being a parent; instead, they refer to their children’s cognitive impairments. They position themselves
as fathers of disabled children (even when, chronologically, these children were grown up), not as
disabled fathers. As fathers of disabled children they interpret the circumstances of their parenting,
for example, attributing isolation and loneliness in practical, emotional, and social terms connected
to parenting in practice to the children’s condition. One of them states “people avoid relationships
with families that include a disabled child” (interviewee). None of them interacts with any friends in
18 (2009). “Anslagstavla”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  16.
19 (2009). “Fråga juristen”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  19.
20 Henrikson, L. W.  (2003) “Nekade insatser – LSS i praktiken. Mohna kämpar för sig själv och sina barn” Empowerment, 2 (2),
14.
21 Danmo, H. (2009). “Familj med  trygghet och tolerans”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  6–7.
22 Schütte, T. (2009). “Krönika”. Empowerment, 8 (1),  9; Philip. (2009). “Älskar att vara pappa”. Empowerment, 8 (1), 12–13.
23 (2005). “Insändarsida/Anslagstavla”. Empowerment, 4 (1),  17.
24 Henrikson, L. W.,  & Danmo, H. (2003). “Hon vill bli mamma”  Empowerment, 2 (1),  5.
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the same circumstances; actually, they have very few friends, and social contacts outside immediate
family are mainly with social service staff.
The described loneliness and reliance on social services to gain support for ongoing but ﬂuctuating
needs can be interpreted as constituting a kind of vulnerability. One of the men describes anxieties
about how his family will cope with a progression of his sickness, and manage after his death, and
worries about poor economic conditions darken his thoughts about his family’s future. The welfare
system’s interventions can also be interpreted as creating or even imposing vulnerability. The other
father describes his perceptions of social services, seeing them as difﬁcult and insulting, and claims
that he and his wife have “been forced” to accept support with their children. For many years, his family
has received “home therapeutic” support “they just hand out our money” (interviewee), social services
are considered as constantly (and negatively) intervening in his children’s upbringing (Thomas, 1997;
Areschoug, 2005), arousing in him a fear of losing custody. He expresses a sense of being disempowered
and condemned as a father by the authorities. As a counterbalance, he also describes in great detail
how he abruptly ended all contact with social services, and how he in the future will be treated as a
father that is able to take good care of his family. He claims his independence towards the welfare state,
but on the other hand he also persuades his rights to have technological aid and economic support,
paradoxically he has to continue the contact with social services to attain support.
Conclusions
Common to the materials from both studies are a normative heterosexual discourse of parenting
and an underlying assumption that parenthood relates to adulthood in the sense that it requires
maturity/self-development.
From the two data sets an ambivalent discourse of cognitive disabled adulthood through parent-
ing emerges: cognitive disabled parenthood as a possible way  towards adulthood (self-development,
becoming a good enough parent through self-development), and cognitive disabled parenthood as
something which demands a certain achieved level of maturity/self-development (an almost, but
not yet, possible parent through self-development). A cognitive disabled adulthood become con-
ditioned; as a possibility with enough (individual) self-development. Through this discourse the
adultness/maturity of “(normal) parents” (people without cognitive disabilities) and non-cognitive
disabled adulthood (“[normal] parenthood”, normal adulthood) is naturalized and taken for granted.
The stories in the magazine “Empowerment” can be seen as expressing an emergent counter-
hegemonic conditional discourse of autistic adulthood through “good enough parenting”, which
regards some people with autism as “good enough” parents (mature/adult enough) under the right
circumstances. Within this individualistic discourse, autistic adulthood depends on the autistic indi-
vidual’s abilities (self-development) and desire for children, and on “appropriate support” from the
community, rather than on a generic diagnosis or on structural barriers to autistic parenthood. In rela-
tion to stereotypical perceptions of autism and people with autism, this discourse stresses that people
with autism constitute a very heterogeneous group and that autism is expressed in very different
ways in different individuals. Based on arguments regarding the importance of appropriate support,
“unﬁt” or “bad” parenting is attributed to lack of community support and lack of self-knowledge (i.e.,
knowledge of one’s own difﬁculties and of the ability to overcome them), rather than to a general
autistic lack of love or inability to recognize one’s children’s needs or structural barriers.
The stories about parenting in “Empowerment” can be seen as local Swedish manifestations of
an ongoing attempt within the on- and off-line autistic self-advocacy movement in the West to
redeﬁne the meaning of autism as a cognitive difference that may  entail a need for speciﬁc, individu-
ally tailored support in everyday life. Autism is being redeﬁned in relation to various neurotypically
informed meanings of autism, such as autism as a social-emotional disability, an absence of affective
or emotional empathy rendering people with autism fundamentally unable to function as (loving)
parents.
In general terms, the stories about parenting in the interview study seems to be rather heteroge-
neous, partly depict parenting as age related, partly as choice between life situations but dominated of
refusing any plans of parenting. Unlike what is found in the material from “Empowerment”, there is no
discussion of or reﬂection on whether or how impairment affects one’s opportunity/ability to become
H. Bertilsdotter Rosqvist, V. Lövgren / ALTER, European Journal of Disability Research 7 (2013) 56–68 67
or be a parent. There is also an absence of a grandparents’ perspective, evident, for example, when the
two fathers do not consider their cognitively disabled children as future parents and, consequently,
do not consider themselves as potential grandparents.
The fathers’ claimed non-disability is essential to the whole interview study, including a strong
resistance to being labelled disabled, handicapped, or subject to any diagnosis involving intellectual
limitations. Although the interviewees all receive disability care, unlike the emphasis on diagnosis
and on identity in the political sense of being part of a group of likeminded people that is evident
in “Empowerment”, they do not identify themselves as people with intellectual disabilities. This can
be interpreted in various ways, for example, as indicating how intellectual limitations affect self-
understanding and as a protection due to generational aspects. During the interviewees’ lives, there
have been massive ideological changes in disability care, which has shifted from institutionalization
to independent living (Tøssebro et al., 1996), accompanied by greater respect for individual integrity
(Areschoug, 2005). Stigmas related to disability have been identiﬁed, and the discourse of protection
has been more individualized (Rogers, 2010). Even when not spoken, the awareness of marginalized
subject positions is distinguishable in the use of “verbal statements . . . to explain behaviours that are
[believed to be] unanticipated or deviant” (Harnett, 2010). There are traces of historically approaches
towards parenthood concerning people with disabilities in both data sets. The differences regarding
the extent the two material depict a “late modern parental project” can be interpreted as part of active
identity construction within the framework of politics of differences (Young, 1990). It would therefore
be interesting to expand the exploration by combining even more data sets.
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